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Laos: Intermediate Steps Between Phase I and Phase II 




We have been asked to explore inter ate steps between Phase I 
(further military build-up outside Lacs) Phase II (occupation of the 
Mekong River areas) of the joint State-Def- ^ paper of June 4. These 
steps would be taken in response to further violations of the cease-fire 
(as for example- an attack on Saravane ) ^ or a further Communist military 
build-up. They include 'a) reta liatory _hnmhing ~of r ~say r ^..^chepone , 

(b) parachuting a U.S. unit to heliLdefend_afcc..the> point, of- attack, (c) 
graduated introduction of U.S. forces, as opposed to occupying the whole 
of RLG-held 'territory at one time. 

We assume the purpose of .-tch steps would be to deter the Communists 
from continuing the violation of he cease-fire while giving us *tre best 
prospect for furthering our go.* .f a political settlement. 

In studying these moves an. _,ossiblc- Communist reaction to them, we 
have reached one major conclusion that .pertains to all such moves. Our 
conclusion is that consideration should given to clarifying our in- 
tentions in advance by two actions, one word and one of deed. 

What we have in mind is 

// (1) Telling the Communists specifically that if necessary we 

'/will use our forces in Thailand to prese *e the cease-fire in Laos. 

(2) Getting ourselves . a position in Thailand so that the 
Communists can see that we had z^ ability to achieve this limited ob- 
jective . 

A. The Situation Today 

Introducing our forces into Thailand has, we believe, made the 
Communisms reassess the levels of overt military aggression they can under- 
take i * Laos without triggering U.S. intervention. Tte Communists clearly 
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disco;~r.t our public position that our forces are in T h ail a n d only to 
protect Thailand, and certainly realize that the U.S. Government is de- 
bating the issue of intervening in Laos to save what remains to the RLG. 
jn circumstances there is bound to be debate am o ng Communist policy 
makers as to the reality of the implied U.S • threat to intervene — belief 
that the mixed signals they have so far perceived indicate that we are 
bluffing or that we have not yet reached a final decision.* 

Under these circumstances * the Communists might have difficulty in 
assessing the true intent behind any of the moves contemplated above — 
or, for that matter* a full occupation of RLG territory* if that course 
of action were eventually adopted. Talcing any military steps at all in 
such ambiguous circumstances would increase the risk of aggressive Com- 
munist counteraction. It se ems to us* in other words* that any of the 
moves contemplated above require a clear notification of our limited 
intentions to the Communists and whatever build-up of forces is necessary 
but no more than is necessary — to enable us to achieve our limited 

objective . 


B. Clarif: 


the Deterrent 


1. The Word 

r 

Telling the Communists of our decision to intervene in Laos if 
necessary probably should not take the form of a public declaration. The 
necessary build-up in Thailand would he generally interpreted as indicating 
we had decided to get in position to intervene. A public statement would 
add little to this and would tend to confront the Communists with an 
explicit and overt ult imat um. It would probably be more productive* and 
help to avoid actual intervention, if our approach to the Communists were 

private . 

Moscow could be told that we were further strengthening our forces 
in Thailand* not because we intend to intervene directly in Laos, but to 
be prepared to do so if required j that our objective remained a political 
solution through a government of national unity and neutralization of Laos* 


* The situation is reminiscent of Korea in 1950* The Communists 
might not have attacked South Korea if they had had any clear under- 
standing of a U.S. commitment to defend South Korea. In any case* we have 
since made a public U.S. commitment to defend Korea (the Mutual Defense 
Treaty and the l6-nation declaration of 1953) and Taiwan (Mutual Defense 
Treaty* 195^-)* In both cases our overt commitments have had a salutary 

effect. 

The situation in Laos is more ambiguous.* but the principle of 
clarify ing our intentions is applicable. 

• _ ,j ~" v ■ ** - 
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that continued respect for the cease-fire was a sine qua non for progress 
toward this objective; and that we would intervene to defend the cease-fire 
if Communist actions made it necessary. Moscow would be sure to pass this 
on to Peiping and Hanoi, and the Soviets might not be too unhappy to be 
able to strengthen what we believe to be their own advocacy of a go-slow 
Communist policy in Laos. 

Our approach to the Communists need not (and preferably would not) be 
too explicit on the trigger question. All we really want to convey is 
that we have decided to intervene when, as, and if we are provoked by 
Communist actions. In this way we would retain complete flexibility of 
response to any further Communist military encroachments . 

2 . The Deed 


An earlier memorandum calls attention to the need for speed 
in any actual U.S. intervention in Laos. ("Are We in Position for Ef- 
fective Intervention?" June 1 , 1962) We could not expect the Communists 
to take our stated intentions at full value unless they believed we were 
in an effective military position to react rapidly to military probes on 
their part. Before any approach were made to the Communists in order to 
clarify the deterrent, steps would have to be under way to increase and 
perhaps redeploy the forces actually in Thailand. The timing of such moves 
would need to be correlated with the status of the negotiations (as sug- 
gested in the joint State-Defense draft paper of June k, 1962) in order to 
minimize the risk of affecting Fhouml f s position to our disadvantage. 




We believe that clarifying the deterrent will significantly 
reduce the possibility of another Nam Tha. The Communists will lower 
their estimate of the level of military activity and encroachment possible 
without triggering U.S. intervention. But the Communists will continue 
efforts gradually to obtain effective control over areas not yet under 
their domination. Guerrilla activities in areas nominally under RLG 
control would probably increase. This tactic would permit the Communists 
to put themselves in the best possible position if a government of national 
union were formed or, if not, to absorb the rest of Laos at a slow, care- 
fully controlled tempo. In their view, it would make it difficult for 
the U.S. to find an adequate justification for intervening. 


How to deal with ambiguous but real Communist military encroachments 
short of circumstances clearly justifying full-scale U.S. intervention is 
thus a very real problem. The possible intermediate steps are considered 
below. 
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a. Scenario * The Communists attack Saravane (or Attopeu) 
with the apparent intention of seizing the town* The U.S. launches an 
air attack aga i n st Tchepone , announcing that its purpose is retaliatory 
and d e man d in g cessation of the Communist attack on Saravane - 

b. Communist Reaction * The Communists would he somewhat 
surprised at the U*S* reaction since tney vouxd have decided originally 
that to attack the town would not trigger U*S. intervention, hut they would 
not stop their attack on Saravane* They would he likely to estimate that 

a vigorous propaganda campaign accusing the U.S. of senseless and irrelevant 
slaughter would stand a good chance of arousing Free World and particularly 
Asian neutralist opinion against the U.S* and thus of deterring the U.S. 
from further such retaliatory strikes. (They would also estimate that the 
paucity of appropriate air strike targets in Laos might confront the U.S. 
with a difficult problem of what to do next.) They would emphasize U.S. 
responsibility for dangerously heightening tension and the possibility of 
expanded hostilities. In the meantime they would believe that their 
posture of n innocence” permitted them to complete the seizure of Saravane 
while denying any violation of the cease-fire. 

At the same time the Communists would have difficulty in assessing 
the longer-range implications of U.S. willingness to take such retaliatory 
action. They would almost certainly feel that the U.S. was preparing to 
intervene on the ground (or even that the U.S. might next attack targets 
in Worth Vietnam). Therefore further Communist military action (aside 
from the seizure of Saravane) would be inhibited for the time being. How- 
ever, they would take Immediate steps to strengthen their position in Laos 
against possible U.S. intervention and attack. Additional North Vietnamese 
forces would almost certainly be introduced into Laos and logistic support 
increased as much as possible. 

✓ 

2. Communists Attack Outpost: U.S. Helps Defend It 

a. Scenario . The Communists attack Saravane (or Attopeu) with 
the apparent intention of seizing the town. A U.S. paratroop force of 
appropriate size is dropped in or near Saravane to repulse the attack or 
retake the town. We announce our intention of withdrawing our forces once 
the cease-fire is reestablished. 

b. Communist Reaction . As in the previous example, we believe 
the Communists would be somewhat surprised by the U.S. response. They 
would launch a vigorous propaganda campaign denying that the U.S. inter- 
vention was justifiable and seeking to arouse international apprehension 
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over the possibility of expanded hostilities. We believe it likely 
they would break off their attack on Saravane and seek to avoid combat 
with the U.S. forces introduced in the hope that U.S. forces would then 
oe withdrawn and a general U.S. intervention would not take place. At the 
same time they would suspect that U.S. intentions went further than this 
limited action and they would initiate an urgent strengthening of their 
position in Laos against the possibility of a general U.S. intervention 


If at this point U.S. forces were withdrawn, the Communists would 

Pr °oS 1 ? ?! neve that opportunity still remained for gradual encroachment 
on 8LG-held territory in an ambiguous fashion below the level of 

triggering U.S. involvement, and would probably step up guerrilla activity 
m RLG-held areas. At the same time they would intensify their propaganda 
campaign to deter further U.S. ripostes of this variety. They would be 
el y *o continue to seek a negotiated settlement with the HLG which 
they would think likely to further inhibit U.S. involvement. 

3 * Communist Military Threat; U.S. Piecemeal Intervention 

a. Scenario . Cumulative Communist military encroachments and/or 
a Communist military build-up in a specific area threaten a significant 
HLG position such as Thakhek. The U.S. intervenes to occupy only the 
threatened area and such lines of c ommuni cation as necessary. We publicly 
assert our intention of guaranteeing observance of the cease-fire . 
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, ?* Communis t Reaction . As in the examples above, the Communists 

wo , . be likely to find the U.S. action somewhat unexpected, certainly 
undesired. Their propaganda would exploit the lack of clear-cut justifica- 
ion and accuse the U.S. of deliberately and wantonly increasing the risk 
o expanded hostilities. They would be convinced that the U.S. action 
was the forerunner of full U.S. intervention and would suspect that U.S. 
intentions went further than just occupation' of RLG-held territory. 
Additional North Vietnamese forces would almost certainly be introduced 
into Laos and Communist Chinese "volunteers" might appear, at least in the 
northern provinces. We do not believe, however, that the Communists 
would attack the U.S. forces frontally in an attempt to evict them from 
whe areas they occupied. Nor do we believe that the U.S. action would 
r gger significant Communist mi li tary advances in other areas. Initially 

* Co ° T iml sts would be more likely to exercise extreme reserve ’ 

on the military front in the hope of depriving the U.S. of credible justi- 
fication for the initial intervention and of preventing further U.S. 
movements • 
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If U.S. forces were not withdrawn, the Communists would almost 
certainly resume cautious military activity in other areas and intensify 

f0r ? S ' “ 10 re 3 I >0 “ e *<> pressures 

the U.S. occupied additional areas of RLG-held territory in the Mekong 

valley, we believe the Communists would initially act in much the same way. 

At some point, however, they would be likely to feel that complete U.S. 7 

occupation of the valley was inevitable and they might attempt to seize 

as^much territory in the valley as remai ne d unoccupied by U.S. forces. 

u.s. efforts to expel them from such areas would be resisted and the dancer 

of general Communist attacks on U.S. forces would increase substantially? 

fcwever, we believe that piecemeal U.S. occupation of the strategic Mekong 

jal_ey areas would finally result in a Communist response essentially no 

different from their probable reaction to a general and simultaneous U.S. 

investment of these areas. The Communists would at this point probably 

revert to pressures for a negotiated settlement with the withdrawal of 

u.s. troops as the initial objective of any agreement. 
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